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KELLER, VIRGINIA ZEMP, Ed.D. An Interpretive Inquiry into 
the Consciousness of Special Educators: The Search For 
Dignity in the SPH Classroom. (1985) Directed by 
Dr. Richard Weller. 114 pp. 
This study explored the subjective consciousness of 
the author and three special education colleagues as they 
investigated a new role for the teacher in the instruc-
tional process. The goal was to enhance shared dignity 
between teachers and students in classrooms for severely 
and profoundly handicapped(SPH) children. 
The study reviewed the discrepancies which special 
educat9rs perceive between their person-centered humanistic 
ideals and their task-oriented behavioral technology. An 
integrative instructional model based upon Martin Buber's 
concept of authentic dialogue was proposed. Through this 
model special educators can reconcile their philosophical 
and technological perspectives and enhance the sense of 
shared mutual dignity with their students. 
The participant-observer research method employed in 
this study was Harvey Cox's model of hermeneutic inquiry. 
It featured autobiographical reflections, classroom ob-
servations, and structured interviews between the author 
and the three participating SPH teachers. At times these 
interactions took on the transcendent, mutually dignifying 
aspects characteristic of Buber's authentic dialogue. 
Through subjective interpretation of ~hese catalytic per-
sonal encounters, the author analyz~d the critical exis-
tential choices which were made and tapped the partici-
pants' private realities which contributed to their search 
for dignity in the SPH classroom. 
The author concluded that by engaging in the 
hermeneutic process of authentic dialogue with their 
colleagues and their students, teachers can redefine their 
instructional role and enhance mutual dignity in the SPH 
classroom. This subjective case study was developed as 
both a personal chronicle and as a theoretical and 
practical guide for other special educators who wish 
to achieve these goals. 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I wish to express my deep appr~ciation to 
Dr. Richard Weller for the persistent encouragement 
and indispensible critical advice which he always pro-
vided wh€n I needed it most. To Dr. David Purpel, whose 
creative metaphors inspired me; Dr. Warren Ashby, whose 
probing questions challenged me; and Dr. Svi Shapiro, 
whose patience and scholarship guided me, I also wish to 
offer my sincere thanks. To the teachers who joined 
me in this research, I extend my highest admiration. 
And to Michael Fisher, who helped me develop the self 
confidence and personal discipline to complete this 
project, I will always feel loving gratitude. 
iii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
APPROVAL PAGE • • • 
ACKNOWLEDGEt-1ENTS 
LIST OF FIGURES • • 
CHAPTER 
I. INTRODUCTION • 
Background • . • . • 
Purpose of the Dissertation 
Organization of the Dissertation • 
II. REVIE\\' OF IDEOLOGICAL TRADITIOl'JS 
III. 
Introduction • • • • • • • • • 
The Interpreter's Perspective 
Special Education's Humanistic 
Tradition: The Search for Personal 
Dignity • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Special Education's Technical Tradition: 
The Scientific Management of Human 
Behavior • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Proposed Ideological Synthesis: The 
Process of Instructional Dialogue 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Characteristics of Dialectical 
Hermeneutic Inquiry • • • • 
The Research Design 
The Study's Participants . 
Interpretive Comments • . • • 
IV. SUBJECTIVE DISCLOSURES •• 
Personal Consciousness: Exploring the 
Page 
ii 
iii 
vi 
1 
1 
7 
8 
13 
13 
14 
17 
26 
35 
39 
39 
44 
54 
58 
61 
Interior Landscape • • • • • • • 61 
The Special Educator's Search for Dignity. 74 
Engaging in Authentic Dialogue • • • • • • 81 
V. CONCLUSIONS 
The Study in Retrospect 
Personal Transcendence • 
Ideological Synthesis 
Significance of This Inquiry • 
iv 
94 
94 
95 
101 
105 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 109 
v 
LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 
1. Special Education's Ideological Dialectic 
2. Tyler's Rationale • 
vi 
Page 
16 
30 
Background 
CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
1 
The-concept of this dissertation began to develop in 
1981 when I accepted an assignment to supervise a newly 
mandated public school special education program. The 
new program was staffed by three teachers and two instruc-
tional aides who had been professionally trained in 
special education and who were experienced with mildly 
retarded children. The new students were severely and 
profoundly handicapped young people whom school admin-
istrators had labelled SPH in reference to their develop-
mental and physical disabilities. 
The fifteen SPH students were a heterogeneous group 
of individuals ranging from seven to twenty years of age. 
Their personalities, interests, abilities, and activity 
levels varied widely. One characteristic that they all 
shared was their lack of any previous participation in 
formal schooling. 
Educationally, the students shared certain needs. 
They were all nonverbal and most were nonambulatory. They 
required assistance with all self-help tasks such as 
feeding, toileting, dressing, and personal hygiene. Among 
the students there was a high rate of secondary handi-
capping conditions, serious health problems, and severe 
maladaptive behaviors. 
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The introduction of these new students with unfamil-
iar educational needs into the school system generated 
mixed opinions among participating families and in the 
community at large. The SPH teachers, however, were 
united in their advocacy for the new program. They viewed 
their students as unique individuals whose potential for 
personal growth and skill development had never been 
acknowledged, stimulated, or realized. The staff members 
were eager to establish educational goals for each student 
and committed themselves to the tasks of assessment and 
skill training. 
Throughout the planning and early implementation 
stages of the SPH program, the instructors' attitudes 
were reported to have been extremely optimistic. They 
were motivated by the excitement and professional challenge 
of applying proven behavioral training strategies to 
this new population, thus "breaking new ground" in the 
school system's special education programs. On a more 
personal level, they anticipated the kind of fulfillment 
which they had experienced in the past when their mildly 
handicapped students had begun to respond to their 
instruction, to learn, and to grow in self-confidence. 
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I became the SPH program's first supervisor seven 
months after it began, and enthusiastically set about to 
provide it with the leadership and technical support which 
I felt the staff and the students deserved. My initial 
impression of the program was very positive. The class-
room data sheets showed steady student progress on 
behavioral skill acquisition objectives. Anecdotal re-
ports indicated growing parental and community support for 
the program. By these criteria, the new SPH program was 
already showing remarkable success. 
However, as I became more deeply involved in the daily 
classroom routines, I grew increasingly concerned about the 
emotional stress experienced by the staff. The more close-
ly I worked with the SPH program, the more directly I, too, 
experienced the teachers' growing sense of isolation from 
the students, frustration with the instructional process, 
and need for rewarding experiences to share with their 
students. 
These were capable special educators who, in their 
work with less profoundly retarded students, had often 
experienced that sense of personal fulfillment and clarity 
of purpose that comes from helping handicapped children 
to develop new skills. In their previous classrooms, their 
relationships with their students, commitment to the 
curriculum's instructional goals, and satisfaction with 
behavioral programming techniques had all contributed to 
their feelings of success. Yet now, in their SPH class-
rooms, these same teachers were struggling to ~efine a 
meaningful role for themselves. 
They were having difficulty dealing with the lack 
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of personally rewarding interactions with their students. 
They became discouraged when students continually resisted 
or reacted apathetically to skill-training procedures. 
The classroom was becoming the site of a battle of wills, 
where teachers controlled the goals, strategies, schedules, 
and consequences for every student action. Although 
behavioral skill gains were being achieved, neither the 
teachers nor the students enjoyed the battle. 
Although the teachers' specific classroom dilemmas 
were unique, a common pattern of frustration and dis-
appointment emerged from them all. Success in skill 
training did not lead to the anticipated internal rewards. 
The students did not seem to demonstrate either the 
psychological liberation or growing self-respect which the 
teachers had expected them to feel. The staff began to 
question whether the skills they had targeted had any 
personal meaning to their students. They questioned the 
efficacy of standard behavioral reinforcement principles 
with this population. They even began to wonder if special 
education's promise of personal dignity based upon skill 
competence would prove to be too great a challenge for 
this population. 
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Their struggle led me to explore my own unexamined 
beliefs and assumptions about the role of the SPH special 
educator. On both a personal and a professional level, 
I felt a strong motivation to explore this troubling 
phenomenon, to try to understand it, and to help these 
teachers, and myself, to resolve our struggle. Once I 
made a conscious commitment to these goals, they became 
the primary focus of my career and a catalyst for personal 
growth. This dissertation chronicles my search for a way 
to bring dignity to the SPH classroom. 
In March, 1981, I met with the SPH staff and invited 
them to participate in my research effort. All three 
teachers expressed interest and support for the project, 
and they agreed to begin by discussing their goals and con-
cerns regarding their work. Several important areas of 
consensus emerged. 
They shared a strong conviction that one fundamental 
way in which all humans strive for self-respect and dignity 
is through the demonstration of competence in functional 
skills. They prioritized skill competence in their own 
professional activities and in the instructional goals 
which they established for their students. They viewed 
the instructional process as their method of maximizing 
student skill acquisition, and therefore of generating a 
sense of shared dignity for themselves and their students. 
But herein they perceived an apparent discrepancy, 
for their professional training and the established 
special education curriculum models from which they 
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taught were solidly based upon stimulus-response tech-
niques and behavior modification theory. They stated that 
they often felt more like technicians fixing faulty 
machines than teachers helping children to learn. They 
agreed that they perceived a conflict between their sub-
jective, humanistic goals and their rational, scientific 
methods. 
The teachers frequently expressed a strong desire to 
"reach inside" their students, to share private understand-
ings with them, and to enjoy together the mutual bonds 
which develop from such personal interaction. They 
wished to resolve the battles of will which resulted in 
noncomplaint, resistant behaviors on the part of their 
students and in frustration and burn-out in themselves. 
Each teacher could recount a special, mutually ful-
filling learning experience with at least one mentally 
retarded student, and had felt it to be a dignifying 
encounter for both partners. However, the teachers shared 
a common perception that these rewarding experiences were 
devalued as technically insignificant within the behavioral 
training paradigm. Indeed, when teachers broke off 
structured programming to carry out informal personal 
activities with their students, their classroom data 
sheets ~eflected such events as "off task,~ "down time" 
interruptions--an anathema to a competently managed 
classroom. One participating teacher concluded that 
"there is no time, no place within a behavioral skill 
training program for a five minute class belly laugh or 
even a three minute mourning period for the dead 
hamster ••• " (Short, 1983a). 
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The teachers claimed that the systematic preselection 
of learning outcomes and prescribed manipulation of the 
learning environment precluded those opportunities for 
spontaneous, shared learning, choice making, and mutual 
growth which they sought with their students. Out of 
this frustration grew a tendency to view humanistic con-
cerns for personal dignity and rationally oriented con-
cerns for structured skill training as incompatible and 
counterproductive. I believe that this perception of a 
serious discrepancy between personally motivating human-
istic ideals and professionally sanctioned behavioral 
technology is a prime cause of the stress I observed in 
the SPH classroom. 
Purpose of the Dissertation 
The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the 
consciousness of SPH educators who, like me, are 
searching for a theoretical and practical approach to 
sharin9 a sense of personal dignity with students. It 
investigates the personal struggle which characterizes 
this search, and proposes a concept of instru~tional 
dialogue which integrates humanistic concerns for 
quantifiable skill gains. 
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This inquiry is conducted on several levels. On an 
intellectual level it examines the various ideological 
theories which influence the values and expectations of 
SPH educators. It describes a dialectical process through 
which apparently conflicting instructional concepts can 
be integrated and a sense of personal dignity can be 
enhanced in the SPH classroom. 
On a more personal level, it examines the private 
struggles which three SPH teachers and I experienced 
in our search for shared dignity with our students. It 
explores Martin Buber's model of authentic dialogue as a 
personal process for understanding and creatively directing 
the search for mutual dignity. By actually engaging in 
authentic dialogue with these teachers, I investigaged 
with them the hermeneutic process of enhancing the sense 
of personal dignity for which we all search. 
Organization of the Dissertation 
This study is organized in the following manner. 
Chapter One states the central concept of the dissertation: 
the SPH teachers involved in this project perceive serious 
discrepancies between their humanistic ideal of developing 
mutually rewarding learning partnerships with their 
students and the authoritarian role they assum·e in the 
instructional process. They are searching for an inte-
grated instructional approach through which to develop 
9 
a shared sense of personal dignity with their students. 
Chapter One proposes that the participants in the study 
actually engage in authentic dialogue together in order 
to explore their own perceptions and to develop more 
rewarding patterns of teaching and learning. Finally, 
Chapter One previews the organization of the dissertation. 
Chapter Two reviews the apparently conflicting 
philosophical traditions and technical theories which 
have shaped the instructional role of special educators, 
and proposes an integrative conceptual model of instruc-
tion. 
First, humanistic and existential concepts of 
personal dignity are examined as a central theme in the 
value system of many SPH educators. Second, the 
scientific, technical orientation of special education 
pedagogy is reviewed through its dual foundations of 
skill-oriented behavior modification theory and the con-
trol-oriented curriculum planning model of Ralph Tyler. 
Third, Martin Buber's model of authentic dialogue is 
discussed in relation to the special problems of the SPH 
classroom and learning experience. It is proposed as a 
dynamic, integrative conceptual model through which SPH 
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educators can explore their own consciousness, engage 
with others in authentic dialogue, and infuse the learning 
process with opportunities for both measurable skill gains 
and the subjective enhancement of shared dignity between 
participating teachers and students. 
These seminal issues form the basis for rigorous 
debates and shared personal reflections among the author 
and the three SPH teachers participating in this study. 
Chapter Three relates the choice of this disserta-
tion's topic, the special educator's subjective search 
for shared dignity in the SPH classroom, to the selection 
of an appropriate mode of inquiry and a specific research 
design. Because the topic focuses on the exploration of 
shared personal perspectives, self-reflection, problem 
posing, and metaphor building, an interpretive mode of 
participant inquiry was chosen. 
The philosophical lens of existential humanism 
through which I view this inquiry lends itself to a 
synthesis of qualitative research methodologies including 
ethnomethodology, hermeneutics, and participant obser-
vation. Harvey Cox's participatory hermeneutic inquiry 
model (1973) was selected after a review of several 
impressive theoretically oriented dissertations which 
utilized this methodology (Rubio, 1979; Pitts, 1982). 
The format of the research procedure, the author's 
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participatory role, the selection of teacher participants, 
and the development and agendas of the interactional and 
interpretive processes are described. In summary, the 
purpose of Chapter Three is to describe and justify the 
research method chosen in terms of its relevance to the 
dissertation's topic and conceptual approach. 
Chapter Four addresses the study's major themes of 
personal consciousness, shared dignity, and authentic 
dialogue through a selection of unannotated diary entries, 
personal correspondence, transcribed interviews and group 
discussions, and quotations from published sources. 
These primary sources provide a variety of subjective 
viewpoints toward the phenomena under study. They are 
presented in this manner to celebrate the phenomenological 
validity of the personal voice and to provide the reader 
with original source material. This presentation invites 
the reader to raise his own questions and to develop his 
own hermeneutical insights. Additionally, the selections 
document the participants' efforts to enhance mutual 
dignity through authentic dialogue with each other and 
their SPH students. 
Chapter Five consists of my interpretation of both 
the content and the process of this hermeneutic inquiry 
project. First, I relate the personal transformation which 
resulted from my engagement in self-reflective action and 
authentic dialogue with the other participants in this 
study. 
Next, I describe specific new insights which I 
developed regarding the synthesis of special education's 
ideological traditions, the application of Buber's con-
cept of authentic dialogue to the instruction process, 
and the nature of mutual dignity between teachers and 
SPH students. 
I conclude by discussing the significance of this 
inquiry to the teacher participants and to the field of 
special education. 
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In summary, the purpose of Chapter Five is to 
thoroughly examine the shared meanings that the topic and 
its study hold for me as a participant-inquirer and to 
those who joined me in this inquiry. In addition, it 
stands as a subjective investigation which may hav~ 
generalizable value to others in the SPH field who 
share the same context of values and beliefs as those 
which form the basis for this inquiry. It is my hope 
that this study will stimulate further qualitative re-
search efforts in an area which has received very little 
documented inquiry. 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF IDEOLOGICAL TRADITIONS 
Introduction 
Spe~ial education theory and practice have been 
shaped by two major ideological traditions; humanism 
and behaviorism. Special educators express a human-
istic desire to foster personal growth and fulfillment 
for themselves and their exceptional students. However, 
their professional training prepares them to carry out 
the instructional process through the application of 
behavior modification technology. 
Chapter Two examines humanism and behavioral 
technology and the tendency of special educators to 
view them as fundamentally incompatible approaches to 
learning. The effects of this ideological conflict 
upon the SPH teacher's search for dignity in the class-
room is reviewed and the need for an integrated model 
of special education instruction is proposed. 
Martin Buber's concept of authentic dialogue is 
presented as a theoretical framework for achieving such 
a synthesis. By reconceptualizing skill-training 
activities as the basic components of authentic 
instructional dialogue, SPH teachers can enrich their 
behavioral technology and enhance the phenomenon of 
mutual dignity between themselves and their students. 
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The Interpreter's Perspective 
This review of special education's ideological 
foundations reflects my personal interests, concerns, 
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and understandings. It constitutes my own interpretive 
critique of the expanding ideological horizons from which 
special education has developed and toward which it can 
evolve. 
As an interpretive reviewer, my first task is to 
acknowledge and clarify my personal perspective. I view 
special educators in general, and SPH teachers in partic-
ular, as seekers of personal dignity who are struggling 
to discover a broader and deeper understanding of their 
own theory and practice. 
Most of the SPH teachers with whom I have worked 
received a technical, "cookbook" approach to behavior 
modification principles during their professional 
training. Their role in the instructional process was 
defined primarily as the agent of stimulus control in the 
classroom. None of them had formally studied the human-
istic traditions from which their search for personal 
dignity and their desire to help handicapped children 
sprang. 
Most of these teachers expressed the opinion that 
their exclusively technical orientation provided an 
inadequate framework for teaching and learning with 
dignity. They raised important ethical questions about 
their role as arbiter in the instructional process. 
Howeve~-they lacked an informed perspective from which 
to articulate and resolve their ideological concerns. 
This review of humanistic and technical perspec-
tives is designed to address my own interests and to 
respond to the SPH teachers' desire to more fully under-
stand special education's ideological approaches to 
human dignity. 
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Hegel's metaphor of dialectical synthesis provided 
me with a helpful framework for interpreting special 
education's dual traditions. I view humanism and 
behavioral technology as dialectical opposites, as 
ideological thesis and antithesis. I propose that they 
are evolving through dynamic interaction toward a more 
integrative, more ideologically comprehensive synthesis. 
I postulate that such a synthesis can be achieved in 
theory and in practice through the model of instructional 
dialogue. 
I believe that this dialectical process is being 
driven by the efforts of educational philosophers, 
behavioral technicians, and special educators whose 
interactions with students help to clarify and integrate 
the conflicting elements of this discipline's view toward 
human dignity. I consider this dissertation to be my con-
tribution to this developing synthesis. 
Figure 1 represents the dialectical relationships 
of special education's humanistic and technical tradi-
tions. 
Personal Knowledge 
Praxis 
Transcendence 
Creativity 
Freedom 
Subject ivi tyHRationolity 
(Hermeneutical Knowledge) 
Transcendence f-fControl 
(Personal Growth) 
Self Concept~ Skill Acquisition 
(Integrated Instruction) 
Teacher asH Teacher os 
Facilitator Authority 
(Instructional Partner) 
PraxisHTechnology 
(Personal Freedom) 
SYNTHESIS 
( ) 
Empirical Knowledge 
Scientific Positivism 
Progress 
E lficiency 
Determinism 
Empathy. Relatedness 
Dialogue 
Prediction 
THESIS ANTITHESIS 
figure 1 
Special Education's Ideological Dialectic 
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Special Education's Humanistic Tradition: The Search for 
Personal Dignity 
Throughout man's intellectual history, the notion 
of human dignity has been a central feature of every 
culture's distinctive and evolving world view. All 
societies have attempted to define man's place and value 
in his world and to reflect these beliefs in their 
institutions and customs. 
According to Barrett (1964), the Classical Greeks 
viewed human dignity as a matter of individual conformity 
to the civic ideals of reason, virtue, and natural har-
mony. Man's proper place in the universal order was mid-
way between the beasts and the gods. Any effort to 
disturb the order and harmony established by the gods 
would result in swift punishMent. Submission to the 
law was the essence of human dignity. 
Early Christian and Jewish theologians viewed human 
dignity as the gift of God's grace. Dignity consisted 
of living in God's image and following His sacred laws. 
In the spiritual hierarchy, man was still midway between 
the beasts and the supernatural. In these early rational 
and theological perspectives, a divine external force 
had assigned man to a static place in the world and had 
established laws by which human life was governed. Con-
formity to the natural divine order resulted in personal 
dignity; thoughts or actions which opposed the status 
guo led inevitably to tragedy or sin. 
A more humanistic perspective of man's nature and 
personal dignity began to develop during the Renais-
sance. In reviving the Socratic concept of the psyche 
or soul, Western thinkers began to view the realm of the 
subjective as man's own internal stage. It was here 
that man could search for ways to legitimately enact 
his own life choices. 
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Fascination with this internal self-directed drama 
eventually led to a more dyanmic definition of personal 
dignity as the inherent potential and drive within man's 
nature for personal fulfillment. This conceptual shift 
made it possible for individuals to begin defining and 
experiencing dignity internally and expressing their 
dignity through their actions with others. 
Humanism's commitment to man's subjective con-
sciousness and his unique capacity for spiritual tran-
scendence beyond the confines of his physical world 
formed the ideological foundation for emerging new 
humanistic perspectives in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. 
The concept of praxis is a key component of modern 
humanistic philosophies. Paulo Friere (1974) described 
praxis as self-reflexive action through which the 
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individual integrates his lived experiences in the world 
and his yet-to-be realized spiritual possibilities. Thus 
through praxis, man constructs new personal meanings for 
the events in his life, and projects himself toward his 
own future. Within this process of "becoming", man 
defines and experiences personal dignity. 
Man's responsibility to define his own "becoming" 
is the central theme of most modern existential thinkers. 
Heirs of the humanistic tradition, existentialists are 
concerned with the quality of human existence, the af-
firmation of self-awareness, and the exertion of personal 
freedom and responsibility in the face of external con-
straints. They provide a continuum of liberative responses 
to the dehumanizing aspects of modern life. 
Existentialists define and express their individual 
sense of human dignity through active engagement in self-
reflection, personal transcendence beyond externally 
imposed agendas, and authentic communion with others in 
their world. 
In Maxine Greene's view (1973), man is the author 
of the situation in which he lives. He gives meaning 
to his world by the actions he takes (in Pipan, 1985). 
Man's reflexive intimacy with his own consciousness-
his awareness of who he is and who he will become, is 
a critical aspect of his sense of will, his quest for 
autonomy, and his fulfillment of his emerging self. 
The essential human spiritual potential for wisdom, 
strength, courage, and compassion is universal and not 
restricted to a privileged few. As humanists, most 
existentialist thinkers view every man as capable of 
defining and experiencing human dignity. 
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Authentic human existence is permeated by the basic 
quality of caring: the concern, anxiety, and relatedness 
man feels toward himself and all other objects and people 
around him. Existential writers such as Friedrich 
Nietzsche, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Albert Camus proclaimed 
the unique wonder of every person, the necessity of 
personal engagement in the wonder of others, and the 
concept of compassion and brotherhood among all men 
(Barrett, 1964). 
Martin Buber, an existentialist theologian, proposed 
a model of authentic dialogue which speaks to all human 
conditions and offers the hope of mutual affirmation and 
shared dignity between participating individuals. 
Buber (1955: 1973) viewed human dignity as an 
expression of one person's meaningful relatedness and 
mutuality with another. He considered the phenomenon of 
dialogue to be the vehicle through which human encounters 
become meaningful. He defined authentic dialogue as a 
genuine change from communication to communion, grounded 
in concrete sharing and reaching out, but not bound to 
speech or language. The possibilities of authentic 
dialogue are limited not by an individual's abilities, 
but by his awareness and desire to engage with others. 
Authentic dialogue calls not for giftedness, but 
for giving - an act within the abilities of every 
human, and which encompasses all of life, from the 
trivial to the majestic. Buber summarized this belief 
in his reference to the dignifying dimensions of 
reality: 
There is no situation which is so rotten 
and God forsaken that meeting with other-
ness cannot take place in it. Anyone can 
break out of the everyday routine into 
reality (1955, p. 87). 
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I accept this basic concept of human dignity as the 
mutual affirmation which comes through meaningful dialogue 
between individuals. The special educator's challenge is 
to actually acknowledge and allow SPH students to inter-
act with classroom peers and staff in mutually dignifying 
ways. As Fromm (1965) has noted, it is not enough for an 
individual to want dignity or even to believe he has the 
intrinsic right to human dignity. A social response from 
other individuals is necessary for mutual affirmation and 
the full realization of human dignity. 
In my own experiences with severely and profoundly 
retarded students and special educators, I have both 
observed and participated in the kinds of silent, gestured 
and spoken encounters which Buber characterized as 
authentic dialogue. Entering into this kind of mutual 
relationships with another person, even for a brief 
moment in an otherwise ordinary day, imparts an element 
of shared personal dignity which was not felt before, 
and which can change the course of one's life. 
The potential for enhancing mutual dignity in 
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SPH classrooms requires not only a new theoretical 
ideology. An instructional model which prepares both 
teachers and students to engage in authentic dialogue is 
also necessary. In such a model, functional skill training 
remains the basic content of instruction, but the purpose 
of skill training shifts from predetermined task oriented 
objectives to the person oriented goals of active 
participation in free activity and choice-making. 
For a profoundly handicapped student, free activity 
cannot be taken for granted as it is for normally func-
tioning peers. Extensive training, support, and continual 
assistance may be required in order for such a student to 
gain the awareness, volition, and skills to act freely, 
on his own behalf. 
In this sense, a profoundly handicapped student who 
has spent years learning to chew and swallow is engaging 
in free activity in spite of the fact that the teacher 
must prepare the food and manipulate the eating utensils. 
For this student, the range of free activities is 
restricted but the crucial element of personal choice is 
present. 
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Through this skill training, the teacher can enter 
into instructional dialogue with the student and can help 
him learn to act freely. The student can now express his 
personal choices and decisions through the ways in which 
he carries out or refuses to carry out the selection, 
chewing, and swallowing of his food. He has gained an 
important degree of freedom by overcoming the self-care 
limitations which others have always ascribed to him. 
He can now not only play a significant rL 1.e in his own 
nurturing; he can also freely communicate a range of 
choices to others. Such communication lies at the heart 
of authentic dialogue and shared personal dignity. 
To summarize, Martin Buber's concept of dignity can 
be applied in the SPH classroom to promote instructional 
dialogue. By engaging each other in instructional 
dialogue, the special educator and SPH student can develop 
the skills to make small, ordinary choices which lead to 
significant personal freedom and mutual dignity. 
Toileting, feeding, and other life skills are based on 
the expression of choices and the offering and accepting 
of assistance. The giving and receiving relationships 
which result invariably produce either humiliation or 
dignity, dependence or freedom for both persons involved. 
An instructional process designed to affirm the mutual 
dignity of teachers and students is essentially a moral 
enterprise. Its goal is personal transcendence for both 
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partners. Drawing upon Buber's works (1955; 1973), I 
view instructional dialogue as one person allowing a 
selection of the world to affect him through the medium 
of another cooperating person. Self education, tran-
scendence, and freedom are the result of both teaching 
and learning, because each person in the classroom 
discovers what he can and cannot give and take with 
others. In this sense, teacher and learner roles overlap 
and become merged. 
As a learning model, instructional dialogue centers 
on choice making and casts the special educator and SPH 
student as equal partners in search of both new skills and 
mutual dignity. Both teacher and student have responsi-
bilities for seeking and providing opportunities for choice 
making and dialogue. 
It is this model for enhancing shared dignity in 
the SPH classroom which my collegues and I explored and 
engaged in with each other and with SPH students. 
In summary, this review of humanistic and existen-
tialist concepts of personal dignity was designed to 
accomplish two important objectives. First, to return to 
the dialectic metaphor, the review presented a background 
for understanding special education's humanistic thesis. 
It defined the intellectual rationale within which special 
educators search for personal dignity as an internally 
defined, intrinsic human quality. 
Second, from a personal perspective, the review 
clarified the origins of my own values and role 
expectations as a special educator. In discussing 
this review with the participants in this study, we all 
gained a more informed perspective of ourselves as 
proponen~s of the philosophical ideology of humanism. 
By identifying the intellectual hegemony in which we 
feel, think, and act, we became better able to reflect 
upon our roles as special educators and to expand our 
conceptual horizons. 
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The review of existentialist perspectives on personal 
freedom and responsibility stimulated intense debates and 
self reflection among the SPH teachers and myself. We 
were confronted with our personal doubts about our students' 
unknown potential for achieving greater responsibility and 
freedom in their lives, for engaging authentically with 
others, and for experiencing the existential sense of 
transcendent personal dignity. 
We were forced to acknowledge that in our classrooms 
we had often failed to honor the spiritual autonomy of our 
students; we had denied them the opportunity to subjec-
tively define their authentic selves. Instead, as 
teachers, we had viewed our control over the instructional 
process and its participants as essential to programmatic 
effectiveness. 
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As we discussed the authoritarian role we had 
established for ourselves, we concluded that w·e had 
subverted our own search for personal dignity for both 
ourselves and our students. We began to understand the 
true nature of our classroom dilemmas. The conflict 
between our liberative humanist rationale and the control-
oriented behavioral technology we employed began to come 
into sharper focus. 
Special Education's Technical Tradition: The Scientific 
Management of Human Behavior 
Perhaps the most distinctive hallmark of modern 
Western man's intellectual development is his ungues-
tioning faith in science. The remarkable surge of new 
scientific knowledge and technological innovations which 
characterized industrial societies in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries generated an omnipotent new ideolog-
ical hegemony of scientific positivism. Burchell noted 
that: 
All of these developments fostered a faith 
that through the discovery and application 
of new scientific knowledge, man could 
bring the world and himself under his own 
control and achieve an earthly paradise. 
For many during the Nineteenth Century, 
science replaced religion and philosophy 
as a tower of hope and welfare (1966, 
p. 29). 
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Scientific positivists discounted nonempirical 
ideologies such as theology and metaphysics as· primitive, 
imperfect modes of knowledge. 
Just as man's concept of truth and knowledge was 
reshaped by the scientific positivist perspective, so 
was his understanding of human dignity. Scientific 
positivists discredited the humanist concept of intrinsic 
personal dignity as a nonempirical, subjective, and 
therefore meaningless myth. 
The prevailing view of man's worth became closely 
identified with his scientific control of nature, the 
products of his technology, and the tangible consequences 
of his behaviors. In the ethics of this technical 
culture, the tangible end products of one's labors became 
the key determinant of self-worth and a symbol of personal 
dignity. 
The productive management of human and natural 
resources became another major focal point of man's 
drive toward progress in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. He viewed his world in terms of its separate 
elements and applied his energies to categorizing and 
systematizing them in the most efficient, productive 
manner. Through this rational process of control, man 
sought to reduce the spontaneous, unordered aspects of 
nature and human relations to logically structured, 
manageable systems of theory and practice. In his new 
world of rational systems, he created a novel mode of 
social interaction and a new kind of authority) the 
bureaucracy and its manager. 
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Bureaucratic management theory and techniques were 
applied to all fields of human endeavor. The once 
isolated achievements of individual scientists became 
coordinated and funded by large research institutes. 
Government, industry, and commerce expanded their control 
over people and products through the proliferation of 
hierarchical management structures. The developing 
social science fields such as economics, sociology, and 
political science designed specialized management systems 
through which to expand their theory and practice. 
The field of educational curriculum was dramatically 
influenced by bureaucratic management ideology. According 
to Macdonald and Purpel (n.d.), Franklin Bobbitt and 
W.W. Charters introduced systematic planning strategies 
into the curriculum planning process, thereby launching 
the scientific era of curriculum and instruction. 
Ralph Tyler applied industrial and business manage-
ment techniques to the instructional process in order to 
maximize educational quality control and efficiency. He 
structured the predominant curriculum referents of his 
time1 discipline-based subject matter, society's needs 
and expectations, and the students' needs and interests, 
into a paradigm for curriculum development which linked 
instructional method and sources of curriculum content. 
Tyler's Rationale became the dominant instructional 
planning model during the mid-twentieth century. It 
continues to characterize most special education class-
rooms today. 
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According to the Tyler Rationale, the teacher was 
the educational manager and controlled the instructional 
process through (1) selection of curriculum goals, (2) 
interpretation of goals through specific intellectual 
and value perspectives, (3) definition of specific 
student behavioral objectives, (4) application of peda-
gogical strategies, and (5) analysis of student perform-
ance and instructional program efficiency. 
During the 1960's and 1970's, federal and state 
funding agencies began generating special education pro-
gram models, advocacy groups established a series of 
important right to education goals, and special 
education teachers searched for manageable ways to 
systemize the content and purpose of what they taught. 
The Tyler Rationale served to inject the predominant 
ideologies of scientific positivism and management into 
this fast growing new field. Tyler's Rationale is 
represented in Figure 2. 
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Dwayne Huebner summarized the impact of Tyler's 
Rationale on American education as follows: 
The technical focus of the rationale 
served to bring the curriculum person 
into closer alignment with the be-
havioral scientists and emerging 
technical developments in the scien-
tific and industrial sector. The 
management character of the rationale, 
which followed in spirit the orienta-
tion of Tyler's predecessor at Chicago, 
Bobbitt, permitted greater central-
ization and necessary control over 
curriculum development. Evaluation 
became a major instrument for control 
(1980). 
While the Tyler Rationale was proposed as a 
value-neutral curriculum methodology, it was produced 
and applied within the ideological traditions of 
scientific positivism and management control theory. 
As a technical planning process, it focused on rational, 
linear decision making and specific behavioral criteria 
for evaluation and control. 
Tyler's model prescribed an educational process in 
which the outcomes of teaching and learning were viewed 
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solely from a management perspectivea Both teachers and 
students sought access to a sense of personal worth by 
conforming to their respective roles as defined by 
Tyler's Rationale. 
A third major technical perspective to influence 
special education theory and practice was behavior 
modification. In its original form, behavior modifi-
cation was a system of empirical principles and applied 
scientific procedures for predicting and changing animal 
behavior. It developed in the early twentieth century 
as the new field of psychology was establishing itself 
as a legitimate branch of science. Heavily influenced 
by the intellectual rationale of scientific positivism, 
behaviorists explained the actions of organisms through 
a set of deterministic laws (i.e., operant and classical 
conditioning) which predicted the organism's responses 
to environmental stimuli and consequences. These laws 
were verified and communicated using the scientific 
method's tools of observation, experimental treatment, 
and measurement. 
Today, behavioral technology is widely applied to 
human subjects. In their work with humans, most 
behaviorists continue to view the existence of sub-
jective states such as hope, despair, and personal 
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dignity as inaccessible to scientific observation, 
therefore invalid (Bandura, 1969; Krapfl and Vargas, 1977). 
Behavior modification principles have moved beyond 
the psychologist's clinic and into many areas of social 
organization. Within the last fifteen years the con-
duct of business and human services has been strongly 
influenced by the introduction of behavior modification 
technology. Perhaps no single field has adopted be-
havioral technology more thoroughly than special education. 
Today's special educators practice within a multi-
layered behavioral system in which they both administer 
and respond to systematic behavioral programming. The 
special educator is a classroom technician who utilizes 
stimulus, reinforcer, and aversive control procedures to 
modify and maintain specific student behaviors. 
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While carrying out behavioral training with students, 
the teacher must consistently comply with his programming 
role. In this way the teacher is just as bound to the 
system of behavioral consequences as his students are. 
At the same time the special educator is also the subject 
of behavioral programming by his administrators and 
supervisors, who routinely monitor and conseguate the 
teacher's instructional behaviors. 
As a result, special educators and exceptional 
students alike must focus upon their overt, measurable 
behaviors when seeking a sense of self-worth within the 
instructional setting. 
In summary, this review of the technical rationales 
which have influenced special education focused on the 
observable behaviors which man emits, the tangible pro-
ducts of his achievements, and the technical and manage-
ment systems which he employs to direct human actions in 
the pursuit of progress. 
It addressed human dignity as an abstract concept 
which lacks empirical reality, therefore cannot be 
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validated or defined as an entity itself. Instead, human 
dignity was hypothesized as a purely subjective reaction 
to the recognition and rewards which man earns from 
others for his achievements. 
This review focused on three related technical 
ideologies which influenced the practice of special 
education. Together, scientific positivism, the Tyler 
Rationale, and behavior modification provide a broad-
based, technical rationale in which SPH teachers direct 
the instructional process and strive to maximize student 
skill acquisition. The special educator's success is 
measured by the number of specified objectives he com-
pletes as an instructional manager and a behavior modifier. 
This review of special education's technical ideolog-
ies helped me to locate the sources of my more rational, 
control-oriented professional principles and practices. 
I now realize that in my role as a special educator, my 
commitment to behavioral programming to promote student 
skill acquisition is just as strong as my belief in 
humanistic personal growth through the instructional 
process. 
My discussions with the SPH teachers who participated 
in this study confirmed my impression that while special 
education's dual intellectual traditions stand in sharp 
contrast to each other, they both contribute significantly 
to the nature of teaching and learning and to the defini-
tion of the teacher's role in the SPH classroom. 
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This realization made it possible for me to begin to 
resolve the internal dilemma which I had faced as a special 
educator torn between conflicting ideologies. I no longer 
felt compelled to choose one rationale and reject the 
other. I discovered that I could commit myself to devel-
oping an ideological synthesis; a theoretical perspective 
from which the humanistic and technical aspects of special 
education could be integrated. I believe that the special 
educator can transcend his currently unresolved role as 
student controller/nurturer and develop a mutually 
dignifying partnership with students in which skill 
development and authentic dialogue are merged in a new 
instructional model. 
Proposed Ideological Synthesis: The ~rocess of Instruction-
al Dialogue 
Hegel's dialectical model provides not only a metaphor 
for interpreting the process of change. It can also serve 
as a course of action for actually effecting change. In 
the review sections of this chapter, I turned to the 
dialectical concepts of thesis and antithesis to interpret 
the special educator's ideological conflict. I will also 
utilize the dialectical metaphor in this section to 
propose a method for resolving the special educator's 
conflicting ideologies through theoretical synthesis. 
In Hegelian theory, synthesis connotes a more 
coherent whole which emerges from the interplay of 
conflicting lesser concepts. The inconsistencies posed 
by the thesis and antithesis are resolved and refocused 
toward a higher state of truth in the synthesis. 
The dynamics which drive conflicting concepts to-
ward dialectical synthesis are the infinitely diverse 
activities of human interaction and reflection. In this 
study, I have chosen a particular style of human inter-
action and reflection through which I hope to resolve 
special educators' conflicting ideologies and to evolve 
an integrated, wholistic concept of shared personal 
dignity in the SPH classroom. 
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The style of human interaction and reflection which 
I believe can most productively propel this course of 
dialectic dynamics is the hermeneutic inquiry process. 
Harvey Cox (1973) considered hermeneutics to be a com-
prehensive search for understanding which includes both 
empirical data and subjective insights. Hermeneutic 
inquiry extends to many types of phenomena which exist 
beyond linguistic representation. According to Gadamer 
(1976), hermeneutics grounds the individual within his 
lived world and allows him to become aware of the 
influences which shape his interpretations. Pipan stated 
that: 
hermeneutic philosophy situates the 
knower through the emergence of 
historical consciousness in a 
dialectical relationship to the 
world: we are each shaped by the 
historical conditions in which we 
live and in turn shape these 
conditions through praxis - self-
reflective action (1985, p. 68). 
Thus hermeneutic inquiry and self-reflection pro-
vide a dynamic process of human interaction and praxis 
through which dialectical synthesis can be generated. 
The basic question proposed in this study is: how 
can SPH teachers share a sense of personal dignity with 
their students? Through hermeneutic inguiry the 
participants in this study search for an answer which 
will form the thematic core of a new ideological 
synthesis in special education. 
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The range of mutually rewarding interactions between 
special educators and SPH students currently appears to 
be restricted by the students' functional disabilities· 
and the teachers' problematic ideological and instructional 
models. However, through hermeneutic inguiry and self 
reflection, I believe that SPH teachers can generate a 
new theoretical synthesis and change their ideological 
and instructional patterns. 
In addition I believe it is possible to overcome the 
unique challenges posed by SPH students' functional dis-
abilities, and to develop mutually rewarding interactions 
which enhance dignifying relationships in the SPH classroom. 
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Through the model of instructional dialogue proposed 
in this section, the roles of both special educator and 
SPH student can be transformed from the familiar control-
compliance relationship to a more dynamic and mutually 
dignifying learning partnership. Ideologically, the 
instructional dialogue model is based upon the dialectical 
synthesis of special education's humanistic and technical 
traditions. 
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CHAPTER III 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Characteristics of Dialectical Hermeneutic Inquiry 
This study explored the consciousness of special 
educators through the interpretive research method of 
dialectical hermeneutics. As a methodology concerned 
with the interpretation of meanings, dialectical hermeneu-
tics focuses on how individuals construct and share their 
perspectives of reality, and how these perspectives under-
go change. 
Dialectical hermeneutics features a phenomenological 
approach to epistemology. It denies the empirical con-
cept of subject-object polarization, emphasizing instead 
the dialectical relationship between the knower and the 
known. As Mehan and Wood noted, "the observer in part 
constitutes the scenes he observes" (1975, p. 208). 
Pipan also addressed hermeneutic epistemology, stating: 
(it) situates the knower, through the 
emergence of historical consciousness 
in a dialectical relationship to the 
world; we are each shaped by the his-
torical conditions in which we live 
and in turn shape these conditions 
through praxis - self-reflective action 
(1985, p. 68). 
The concept of self-reflective action or praxis is 
a key component of hermeneutical epistemology. It 
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requires the knower to ground himself in his own his-
torical context so that he can acknowledge, then step 
beyond its ideological and experiential boundaries. 
According to Macdonald (1980) , praxis transcends 
the explanatory rationale of traditional self-reflection 
to contemplate the hermeneutical possibilities which lie 
beyond. In the act of praxis, the knower dialectically 
engages both his personal knowledge and social inter-
actions to transcend the limitations of the present state 
and to generate new contexts of understanding, new shared 
realities. Since every context of understanding, every 
shared reality contains its own boundaries of meaning, 
hermeneutical transcendence is a continuing human goal 
to be reached through ongoing self reflective action. 
Hermeneutic methodology proposes a model of self-
reflection based upon understanding and interpretation 
of lived, shared experiences. Pitts summarized this 
dialectical process: 
Indexicality, the understanding growing out 
of past experiences, creates a particular 
lens through which the world and events in 
the world are viewed. As new experiences 
occur, understanding serves as a guide or 
measure for interpretation of the new 
experience. Neither reflexivity of inter-
pretation or indexicality of understanding 
are fixed, rather modifying and adjusting 
as new experiences are added to the old. 
There is both persistence and change as 
layers are built on the core of human con-
sciousness through interpretation, action, 
and reinterpretation (1982, pp. 25, 26). 
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Dialectical hermeneutics views the development of 
human consciousness as experiential and intersubjective. 
Heidegger (1962) referred to these ontological aspects 
in his concept of Dasein, "being-in-the-world". The 
individual's view of the world develops in reciprocal 
relation to the conceptual reality experienced and 
expressed by others around him. 
Thus meaningful reality is situated within a broad, 
social dimension in which understanding is a shared human 
endeavor and meaning is reflected by the everyday ex-
periences of those who seek it. 
It is through this grounding in the lived world, 
in Dasein, that dialectical hermeneutics counters the 
potential alienation of individuals from each other and 
from their intersubjective understandings and experiences. 
Pipan stated that: 
Such a view can offer a profound sense of 
intimacy with the world and others •.• (and) 
offers a transcendent possibility of lib-
erating interpreters from their determinate 
tradition and the standpoint or platform 
upon which their being-in-the-world is 
grounded (1985, pp. 73, 74). 
Summarizing these characteristics, Pipan referred to 
the hermeneutic method as "a dialectical process which 
fosters personal understanding and a sense of partici-
pation and membership within a community of meaning" 
(1985, p. 22). 
The Christian philosopher Harvey Cox outlined a 
model of dialectical hermeneutic methodology which was 
utilized in this study. The model includes four stages 
of inquiry: 
1. A careful effort to discover the pre-
history of the event or phenomenon to 
be studied. 
2. A rigorous attempt to learn about the 
larger setting within which the ac-
tivity takes place. 
3. A thorough investigation of the 
phenomenon itself. 
4. A meticulous awareness of the meaning 
it all has for me (1973, p. 147). 
Through the application of this methodology, 
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dialectical hermeneutic inquiry is designed to expand the 
researcher's experiences with and understanding of the 
phenomenon under study. The researcher interacts as 
participant-inquirer with the phenomenon and with the 
individuals to whom the phenomenon has meaning. The 
participant-inquirer's tasks are to discover the total 
historical context which gives meaning to the phenomenon, 
to transcend his current understanding of the phenomenon 
through dialectic self reflection and social interaction 
with others who share in his view of reality, and to 
affirm through the inquiry process his sense of partici-
pation and membership within an intersubjective community 
of meaning. 
To become acutely sensitive to the phenomenon and 
deeply aware of the emerging meanings which surround it, 
Cox (1973) advised the participant-inquirer to hear, 
observe, and remember every detail, to consider all 
possibilities, to respond to the subtleties of pace, 
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mood, and to the minutiae and nuances of expression. In 
Cox's methodology, nothing is trivial; everything is 
potentially momentous, and the researcher's field of 
inquiry extends far beyond the known to encompass all 
that could be imagined. 
Another distinctive feature of Cox's methodology 
which I employed in this study is the centrality of my 
own consciousness as the participant-inquirer. In The 
Seduction of the Spirit, Cox justified-this key com-
ponent of hermeneutical inquiry: 
First, being attentive to one's own feelings 
in the midst of a new experience deepens one's 
awareness of his own interiority and thus 
makes him more capable of appreciating the 
inner meaning of another person's actions. 
Second, people who are aware of how they 
are feeling participate more fully in the 
event, even though their feelings may be 
different from others around them. A 
person who knows what he is feeling can 
detect the inner recesses of another's state, 
even if it is a different one, better than 
someone who is determined to remain the cool, 
distant observer (1973, pp. 148, 149). 
Through the recounting of his own feelings, the 
hermeneutical inquirer allows the story he has heard to 
meet his own story. As he questions, accepts, rejects, 
changes, and provisionally evaluates the perspectives he 
encounters, he is participating in the dialectical 
synthesis of separate, yet merging views of reality. 
Cox concluded: 
No final judgements are made. Also, no 
evaluation at all is made until the 
question of what it meant to everyone 
involved, including the observer, is 
answered (1973, p. 149). 
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As I searched for new, shared meanings of personal 
dignity in SPH classrooms, my visions were as important 
as those of the other participants in this hermeneutical 
inquiry. In the process of seeking dialogic resolution 
to the ideological ambiguities, inconsistencies, and 
paradoxes experienced by special educators in general, 
I had to first acknowledge and address my own. 
The Research Design 
The design of this dialectical hermeneutic research 
project developed gradually out of my concern with the 
search for personal dignity in SPH classrooms and my job-
related efforts to influence the consciousness of special 
educators who worked with severely and profoundly retarded 
students. 
Initially I sensed that these two areas of personal 
interest tapped a single, powerful, interior source of 
tension and expectation deep within me. Although I 
experienced this internal sense of unresolved conflict 
every day and often sensed it in my colleagues, I was 
unable to gain direct access to it or to articulate it 
in any but the vaguest of terms. 
Over the past few years, as the events of my 
personal life and career unfolded in unexpected and 
challenging ways, I learned how to reflect more pro-
ductively upon my inner feelings and to ground my 
decisions and actions more consistently in a reality 
which I believed to be true for me. 
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I decided to explore the vague, unresolved sense of 
dilemma which somehow linked the consciousness of special 
educators and the search for personal dignity in SPH 
classrooms. I intuitively knew that seeking new ways 
of understanding this phenomenon would have an important 
liberating effect upon me. 
Guided by the writings of existential, phenomeno-
logical, and hermeneutical philosophers and radical cur-
riculum theorists, I discovered a variety of ideological 
metaphors, theoretical models, and research methodologies 
with which to express my views and to guide my search for 
personal dignity in SPH classrooms. 
Harvey Cox's hermeneutical inquiry methodology pro-
vided a flexible, yet concrete procedure for designing 
and participating in a dialogic problem-posing project 
directed toward this search. It allowed for the merging 
of personal insights and shared experiences; it blended 
the roles of participant and inquirer; it united the 
purpose, process, and content of research; it generated 
hermeneutic synthesis. 
This project's research design included three kinds 
of inquiry procedures carried out from 1981 to 1984: (1) 
an anecdotal journal of the events and understandings 
which over the years have led me to reflect deeply upon 
meanings in my life; (2) an interpretive review of the 
ideologies which have influenced the field of special 
education and which address the search for classroom 
dignity; and (3) a sampling and analysis of classroom 
observations, individual interviews, and dialogic 
encounters with three SPH teachers who participated with 
me in this study. 
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I interpreted these inquiry procedures in personally 
and hermeneutically meaningful patterns rather than 
documenting them in linear order. They informed the 
project through their variety of perspectives, and they 
provided the diversity and tension which fueled the 
project's dialectical process. 
The journal entries in Chapter Four were drawn from 
over twenty years of my personal recordings and impres-
sions. Through the act of committing my experiences and 
ideas to paper, I learned to reflect upon the meanings I 
encountered and created throughout my life, and to 
recapture them later for further reflection. They pro-
vide a continuing record of my search for personal 
dignity. 
Chapter Two's review of humanistic and technical 
ideologies which influenced special education was 
conducted in stages from 1981 to 1984 as I proceeded 
through my doctoral program. Following Cox's rigorous 
investigative criteria, I reviewed an extensive range of 
special education related issues in a series of research 
papers, independent studies, and predissertation pre-
paratory projects. It was through this investigative 
process that I developed the dissertation's critical 
dialectical perspective toward the SPH teacher's search 
for personal dignity. 
The interactional components of this study were 
conducted in 1982 and 1983 with the SPH teachers with 
whom I worked at the time. The only selection factor 
utilized was my request for volunteers. 
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Their role, like mine, was to become a participant-
inquirer. We agreed to share with each other our inner 
reflections and our classroom experiences with SPH 
students. Furthermore, we agreed to investigate together 
our personal engagement in authentic dialogue as a 
potential instructional model which could enhance mutual 
dignity for teachers and students in SPH classrooms. 
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The classroom observations were conducted in each 
teacher's SPH program site during my routine supervisory 
contacts. Individual interviews were conducted at local 
restaurants on weekends. Group discussions were scheduled 
during evening hours or on weekends at the homes of the 
participants. 
With the consent of the participants, I tape 
recorded these interactions using a cassette recorder and 
a list of open-ended questions to encourage free discus-
sion and dialogue. The recordings then formed a primary 
resource for the interpretive accounts in Chapter Four. 
We attempted, and in most cases were successful, to 
remove ourselves from the relative hierarchical positions 
we held at work, and approached the interactions as co-
participants with equally legitimate viewpoints to share. 
The interviews were conducted during September, 
October, and November, 1982. I met three times with 
each participant for one to two hours. The questions 
which guided these interviews are outlined below. 
1. Personal and professional consciousness 
A. Tell me what you feel is important 
about you as a person; as a special 
educator. 
B. Why do you teach SPH students? 
C. What are the important factors in your 
personal life; in your profession· which 
affect the way you feel about yourself 
and your work? 
D. What goals do you have for yourself as 
a special educator? 
E. Do you feel you are reaching your goals? 
(Why are they difficult to reach?} 
F. Tell me how you view your role in 
your classroom. 
2. Involvement in this study 
A. Why have you agreed to participate in 
this study? 
B. What do you think can be accomplished 
by this study? 
3. Relationship with students 
A. What kinds of relationships do you think 
are possible and appropriate between 
special educators and severely and 
profoundly retarded students? 
B. How do you feel about the relationships 
you have with your students? 
c. Tell me about the most special relation-
ship(s) you have had with a student(s). 
D. How do you think your students feel about 
you? About themselves? 
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E. Do you and your students ever communicate 
about personal values such as dignity? 
How do you communicate this concept to 
SPH students? 
4. Personal values, concept of dignity 
A. What are some ways that you define 
dignity for yourself? 
B. How does one develop a sense of dignity, 
and how does feeling dignity change a 
person? 
C. Can SPH individuals feel a sense of 
personal dignity? Is it the same as 
yours? How do you know? 
D. Do you think personal dignity can be 
shared between special educators and SPH 
students? In what ways? Have you ever 
experienced this? 
5. Resolution of dilemmas 
A. Do you ever sense any discrepancies 
between how you want to work and how 
you are supposed to work with SPH 
students? Describe them. Do these 
discrepancies ever create problems for 
you in your classroom? How do you 
resolve these problems? 
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B. Have our discussions reinforced or changed 
any of your views of yourself, your 
students, or your thoughts about dignity? 
In what ways? 
The questions were very productive in establishing 
useful patterns of discussion and generating personal 
reflection around the topics which the study addressed. 
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I learned from the interviews that the following 
preparations result in a more enjoyable and successful 
exchange of ideas. These preparations are consistent 
with the guidelines established in a similar dissertation 
by Pitts ( 19 8 2) • 
1. Prepare written questions which probe the 
participant's views on targeted issues. 
2. Utilize active listening skills in order 
to detect subtle meanings, ambivalent re-
sponses, changing attitudes, and discomfort 
or inhibition on the part of the participant. 
3. Provide a flexible, open-ended interview for-
mat designed to encourage self reflection and 
honest discussion by both parties. Establish 
the legitimacy of all points of view. 
4. Discuss the goals and format of the interview 
with the participant and request his feedback 
regarding its effectiveness. Follow his sug-
gestions and change course if either party 
feels it would be helpful. 
5. Arrange for a comfortable interview setting 
in a neutral environment. Provide good food 
and nonalcoholic beverages. Accommodate 
smoking if possible. A quiet, informal 
restaurant is an excellent location, as long 
as the manager has given his prior approval. 
6. Record and transcribe all discussions for 
future reference. Share the transcription 
with the participant and accept any changes 
or deletions which he requests. Agree upon 
a policy of anonymity/identification of the 
participants in the study. 
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The participants indicated throughout the interviews 
that they enjoyed sharing their thoughts and would like 
to meet in discussion groups to compare ideas and to 
continue the search for personal dignity together. 
A series of four group discussions were held in 
December, 1982 and January, 1983. Each session was held 
at a different participant's house during evening hours 
or on the weekend. Each meeting lasted two to three 
hours and focused on the following topics: 
1. Meeting One 
A. Introduction to group discussion format 
B. Review of study's goals 
C. Discussion of individual interview 
outcomes 
2. Meeting Two 
A. Review of humanistic and technical 
rationales which influence special 
education 
B. Discussion of dialectical theory and 
its application as an investigative 
critique 
3. Meeting Three 
A. Discussion of Buber's concept of 
authentic dialogue 
B. Application of Buber's model to the 
SPH classroom: instructional dialogue 
C. Exchange of personal opinions and 
experiences regarding the special 
educator's search for dignity in the 
SPH classroom 
4. Meeting Four 
A. Open discussion and dialogue 
B. Participants' review and analysis of 
their involvement in this study 
C. Discussion of the study's potential 
outcomes and meaning 
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The group discussions provided a successful forum for 
the exchange of ideas on an intellectual level. In 
addition they generated several opportunities for most 
of the participants to engage in intense, personally 
meaningful dialogic encounters. Through such mutually 
fulfilling communion experiences, the participants 
generated an enhanced sense of shared, personal dignity. 
The Study's Participants 
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We who participated in this project differed widely 
in age, race, professional credentials, years of teaching 
and personal viewpoints. Our histories critically 
influenced our interactions, and therefore they con-
stitute an important component of Cox's methodology for 
conducting hermeneutical inguiry. Briefly introduced in 
this section, we each revealed additional autobiographical 
information and insights as the project proceeded and our 
interactions continued. 
When I initiated this study in 1981, I was thirty-two 
years old. I had taught in a variety of regular class-
rooms, special education settings, and university level 
programs for eight years, and had supervised public 
school special education programs for two years. I was 
comfortably settled into married life and strongly com-
mitted to my professional growth and career development. 
I had completed a master's degree in Special Education 
and was enrolled in doctoral studies in the field of 
educational curriculum. I enjoyed the contact with 
special educators which my supervision position provided, 
but my administrative responsibilities often conflicted 
with the humanistic values which had led me into special 
education. 
My childhood was dominated by illness, parental 
divorce, and the suicide of a younger brother. When I 
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was ten years old, I contracted poliomyelitis with pro-
found but meliorative sensory and muscular atrophy. After 
seven years of intense rehabilitative therapy, I had 
recovered major muscular function and partial visual 
and auditory integrity. As I gradually returned to the 
normal activities of life, I took with me permanent new 
values regarding education, friendships, and personal 
dignity. I felt strongly committed to helping other 
disabled individuals whose needs and potential growth 
I felt I could understand. 
As a developing new field, special education provided 
me with the opportunity for service and meaningful 
engagement with exceptional children and their families. 
It also provided me with a setting in which I could 
explore my own core of meaning which lay buried beneath 
layers of social myth, medical rhetoric, and personal 
coping strategies which surround recovered polio patients. 
I needed to discover the real person inside and to shed 
all the layers of meaning which others had attached to me. 
I designed this study to facilitate these personal goals 
and to inform others who share them. 
At the beginning of this study, Sally was in her 
first year of teaching and, at twenty-four, was the 
project's youngest participant. She had completed a 
bachelor's degree in Special Education the previous year 
and approached her first job with tremendous energy, 
idealism, and talent. 
Her childhood memories centered on an alcoholic, 
abusive father, a difficult parental divorce, and close 
ties to an older brother. She was recently and happily 
married and settling comfortably into a stable, healthy, 
and rewarding adult life. 
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She decided to teach severely and profoundly retarded 
children after serving as a high school volunteer 
counselor at a summer camp program for handicapped 
children. She enjoyed her students and her new career, 
but felt a growing sense of dissatisfaction with the 
quality of h'er personal interactions with her students. 
Unsure of its cause, she questioned the effectiveness of 
her instructional strategies and sought the advice of 
more experienced teachers. She welcomed this project 
as an opportunity to learn more effective and personally 
rewarding instructional techniques. 
At thirty-seven, Ann was the study's only Black 
participant, and a close personal friend of mine. She 
had completed a bachelor's degree in Elementary Education 
and taught in that field for several years. In 1970 she 
began teaching mentally retarded students and obtained 
her special education certification several years later 
when a field-based training program was offered. During 
the period of this study, Ann was pursuing a master's 
degree in Special Education Supervision. 
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Her childhood had been poor but filled with the love 
and support of a large extended family. She was the 
primary care provider for a younger retarded sister, and 
had developed a strong commitment to encouraging personal 
development for all retarded individuals. She viewed 
the family, the church, and the workplace as natural 
settings for such personal growth and support to occur. 
Ann was recently divorced and the single parent of 
two teenagers. She and her children formed a close family 
unit which generated mutual support and respect, and which 
helped them to deal with life's problems and rewards. 
Ann enjoyed her daily contact with her students, but 
questioned whether the special education classroom held 
the potential for becoming a natural setting for the 
true personal growth of retarded individuals. She joined 
this project to explore these concerns as she considered 
possible career alternatives in religious education and 
family counseling. 
Margaret was the project's senior participant at 
fifty-six years of age. After completing her Bachelor's 
Degree in Business Education, she had taught high school 
for eighteen years. In 1972 her school was closed down 
and she was transferred into a classroom for ~entally 
retarded children at another school. She obtained her 
special education certification through a field-based 
training program and had continued to teach in special 
education for nine years. 
Margaret's husband and adult daughter supported her 
work in special education and considered her "a saint" 
for teaching in this field. Her family life was very 
important but very private to Margaret, and she seldom 
shared it with the other participants in the project. 
She felt that her job was rewarding and productive 
because she provided a positive role model and specific 
skill training to children whose lives would be very 
bleak without the benefits of special education. 
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Margaret did not discuss her reasons for joining the 
project, but I believed her to be curious about what her 
coworkers were discussing together. I decided that the 
inclusion of her more traditional educational perspective 
would balance this dialectical inquiry and would be 
consistent with Cox's methodological criterion for 
rigorous investigation of the larger setting. 
Interpretive Comments 
The process of distilling and interpreting the raw 
journal entries, research reviews, classroom observation 
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logs, and interview and discussion tapes proved to be both 
difficult and time consuming. I found that I had gathered 
far more source material than I realized, and that I had 
to make arbitrary, intuitive decisions in selecting and 
presenting the interpretive vignettes in Chapter Four. 
I reviewed all of the source material a number of 
times until it presented itself to me as a gestalt, a 
wholistic impression. Then I immersed myself in each 
source, attempting to tease out the inherent patterns 
and meanings which lay within. I experienced both failure 
and success in many forms as I pursued this nonlinear, 
hermeneutic process of making meanings. As new dis-
closures in the SPH teacher's search for dignity emerged, 
so did the paradoxes and ambivalence in my consciousness 
of this search. 
In the tradition of nonlinear, hermeneutic research, 
I decided to transcend logical explanations of the journey 
which my consciousness was experiencing. Instead I chose 
to present the passing landmarks, thus inviting the 
reader to join me in this journey. 
The final stage in the inguiry process proposed by 
Cox is for me to discover where my journey is leading and 
what I have learned along the way. These findings are 
presented in Chapter Five. They address what I have 
discovered about the SPH teacher's guest for personal 
dignity through instructional dialogue with students, 
and the new meanings, questions, and paradoxes which 
have developed within my consciousness as a result of 
this study. 
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CHAPTER IV 
SUBJECTIVE DISCLOSURES 
Persona] Consciousness: ExpJoring the Interior 
Landscape 
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Diary Entry 
Dear Diary, 
February 23, 1961 
Jane Long is writing for me today. I would 
like to tell about what it is like for me inside. 
I have been very confused since I got sick in 
October. The polio made me lose most of my sight 
and it made sounds seem so fuzzy that I can't 
understand them. I can't control most of my 
muscles so I can't take care of myself any more. 
I can talk and move my head. 
They keep my room dark, so I can't tell if it's 
day or night. Sometimes I can't tell if I'm awake 
or asleep. I don't know what is real and what I 
am imagining. 
Are the things I used to know still true? I 
don't have any way to find out. 
The Health Department burned all my clothes 
and books and horseshow ribbons so nobody would 
catch my germs. I have nothing left that belongs 
to me. I feel like nothing. I hate my family 
for thinking that my germs would kill them. 
My father has never come to see me since I 
got sick. I found out he moved away. The nurses 
won't let anybody come in to see me. I think 
everybody has forgotten me. I don't know who I am 
any more. I'm afraid and mad all the time. I 
need to know what is real. 
I think it is good for me to dictate this 
diary. It is the only real thing I have. I have 
to make things real now by saying them, then they 
might become real if I work at it. I have decided 
that I'm going to get well. No matter how long it 
takes, I'm going to change myself from being 
nothing back into being a real person again. 
If I don't, I will die. 
Ginger 
by Jane Long 
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Diary Entry 
Dear Diary, 
July 17, 1964 
Beth Sayers is writing for me today. I went 
back to the Shriners' Hospital in Greenville yes-
terday for tests. My vision and sight are still 
getting better, but more slowly than last month. 
I'm getting hearing aides and glasses next 
time. I don't like the hearing aides they tried 
on me. They whistled real loud and rubbed sores 
in my ears. They didn't make people any easier to 
understand, just a lot louder. I get enough people 
yelling when they talk to me as it is. 
The glasses should be good. With the lenses 
on, I could actually see leaves on the tree outside 
the window at the hospital. It made me cry to see 
such beautiful leaves. They were moving in the 
breeze. I could actually see them! I felt like 
I had created them in my mind and now they are real. 
The hospital is sending me a magnifying screen 
so I can start reading books again. Maybe then the 
school will see that I'm not retarded and they'll 
let me back in. 
Yesterday they also fitted me with new leg 
braces that are much lighter than the old ones. 
They weigh only thirty pounds and there are no 
sharp edges or metal buckles. They have joints 
at the knees so I can sit in a wheelchair like a 
real person. I can't wait to get out of this bed 
and out of this room! 
My world is changing so fast now. I have 
worked very hard for the last three years to make 
myself back into a real person. Now that I'm 
getting well, everybody has made up their own 
explanations. My grandmother says she prayed for 
me to get well and God answered her prayers. She 
acts like I owe everything to God and her. 
Dr. Stallings is more interested in finding 
out why my vaccinations didn't work than why I'm 
getting well. He acts like it's not important. 
The March of Dimes has made me into a poster 
child and they have,publicized my recovery as a 
medical miracle. They've photographed politicians 
and actresses with me asking the public to contri-
bute to the March of Dimes so more children can 
be cured like me. I'm supposed to act like I 
couldn't have survived without the March of Dimes. 
I've learned that everybody has his own way 
of seeing what is real, and each person's way is 
different. We all think we know the truth and 
other people who disagree with us are wrohg. 
Whenever people pressure me about why I'm getting 
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well, I'm tempted to tell them that I'm the only one 
who has actually lived through it, so I'm the only 
one who really knows the truth. 
But that means nothing to anyone but me. 
My grandmother says that my way of deciding what 
is real and then making it happen is the same as lying 
or going crazy. She thinks I just make up anything I 
want to. I don't know how to argue against that. I 
just know that when you have lost everything that ever 
had any meaning to you, you have to make yourself 
become real again. If you ever give up trying to 
find what makes you real, then you lose all meaning 
and you stop living. 
I would like to be friends with other people who 
are alone like I have been and who are trying to 
figure out what is real. I know I could understand 
them and I think we could help each other. 
Now that I'm getting better, I keep changing 
inside, and I will need to keep on making new meanings 
for myself. I think other people like me might be 
the only ones who can understand that. 
Ginger 
by Beth Sayers 
66 
Diary Entry 
Dear Diary, 
May 18, 1975 
Today I received my master's degree in Special 
Education. I feel proud of the accomplishment, but 
most of all I feel like looking inside myself to 
find out why this field is so important to me. 
When I was a teenager recovering from polio, I 
developed a very strong will to live, to get well, 
and to always keep in touch with the source of 
strength that saw me through those very lonely years. 
My sharpest memories are of needing someone else 
to understand me and to believe in me. At first I 
felt that such a friendship could heal me, and that 
without it, I would literally shrink up and die. 
It was a terrifying and desperate fear, and I'm sure 
it was my greatest handicap. 
A homebound teacher who came to work with me 
when I was thirteen made an important difference in 
my life. She changed the way I saw myself and made 
it possible for me to overcome my desperation and 
reestablish vital spiritual connections with other 
people. 
When I told her I planned to walk again, she took 
my unlikely commitment seriously and believed with me 
that it would happen. Likewise, when she confided a 
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private fear to me, my confidence in her helped her 
to overcome her fear. We agreed that together we had 
shared the most fulfilling educational experiences 
of our lives by simply believing in each other. 
At that time my parents were divorcing with 
devastating effects upon the entire family. When 
one of my younger brothers committed suicide, I 
could understand the loneliness and despair which 
drove him to self-destruction. His death confirmed 
my decision to become a teacher of children who, like 
my brother and myself, had felt totally isolated and 
without meaning in the world. I felt a kinship with 
such children which, if acknowledged and expanded 
through the educational process, could provide 
personal meaning and fulfillment to both them and 
myself. 
My work with mentally retarded students has been 
rewarding for several reasons. It enables me to 
view myself as a survivor who renews rather than 
rejects my inner core of meaning, and who helps 
others to do the same. 
In addition, I enjoy the theoretical contro-
versies which characterize this expanding educational 
field. It is a stimulating professional environment 
in which to promote creative and personally rewarding 
change. 
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Yes, I am proud of my master's degree, but I 
think I care more about the personal growth that lies 
behind this credential. I wonder what future exper-
iences lie ahead. 
Ginger 
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Interview with Ann September 10, 1982 
Ann: 
Most of the time, people do not understand me. 
I think that at some point in every person's life, 
you need to think of yourself as being part of this 
whole world: Why am I here? Why was I created? 
Now that I'm here, what am I going to do about it? 
Why do I look the way I look, think the way I think? 
I've always been a person to wonder why. 
At some point in every person's life you need 
to formulate some questions for yourself, or you 
become like ••• a pebble on the beach ••• When the winds 
of life come by you're swept away. It's important 
'-
to have a sense of belonging, of knowing where you 
are and why you're there. 
I have to go back to the fact that there's a 
strong religious, spiritual part of me that is my 
life itself. There is a power greater than I am 
that is in control of my life. This power created 
me for a purpose. I feel that I live within this 
will. 
Life can only be meaningful for me by inter-
acting- by living and helping other people ••• ! guess 
it sounds as though I'm some kind of missionary sent 
here just to help other people. But I have been 
helped so much in my life by other people .••• 
I have learned there is a higher plane of life 
than just living a tangible life of things you get 
attached to. I believe we aspire to live in this 
higher spirit. That's what gives my life meaning. 
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Interview with Margaret 
Margaret: 
September 19, 1982 
Well, here is the way I look at myself. I see 
things the way they should be and I discipline my 
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students to accept the world the way society sees it. 
Otherwise, they will never gain any opportunities to 
try to become normal •••• 
Each person has to fit into the way the world 
is and learn to live with everybody else. Rules are 
important if this is going to happen. We can only 
be happy if everyone is in agreement •.•• 
I think some people naturally know more of the 
truth than others. I try to teach my students what 
is true. Of course, they can't understand very much, 
but most of them know the difference between right 
and wrong. They know to hide their face when they've 
done something wrong. And I always give them a big 
hug when they do something right. This way I am 
helping them grow as individuals. This is my job as 
their teacher. 
Albert T. Murphy 
As with the child, the clinician's (and teacher's) 
most important creation is himself [Comments in 
parentheses added by this author.) (Quoted in 
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Burton Blatt, Christmas in Purgatory: A Photographic 
Essay on Mental Retardation, 1974, p. 96). 
Graffito on a bathroom wall 
To do is to be - Sartre 
To be is to do - Camus 
Scoobie doobie doo - Sinatra 
(David Payne, Confessions of a Taoist on Wall Street, 
1984, p. 288). 
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Martin Buber 
The fundamental part of human existence is neither 
the individual as such or the aggregate as such. Each, 
considered by itself, is a mighty abstraction. The 
individual is a fact of existence insofar as he steps 
into a living relation with other individuals. The 
aggregate is a fact of existence insofar as it is 
built up of living units of relation. The fundamental 
fact of human existence is man with man. What is 
peculiarly characteristic of the human world above all 
is that something takes place between one being and 
another, the likes of which can be found nowhere in 
nature. Language is only a sign and a means for it, 
all achievement of the spirit has been incited by it. 
Man is made man by it ••• It is rooted in one being 
turning to another as another, as this particular 
other being, in order to communicate with it in a 
sphere which is common to them but which reaches out 
beyond the special sphere of each (Between Man and 
Man, 19.55, p. 203). 
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The Special Educator's Search for Diqnity 
Interview with Sally October 18, 1982 
Special ed teachers are often looked down on 
by other teachers because we have a reputation for 
having been unsuccessful in the regular classroom and 
then dumped into special ed along with our dumb kids. 
Even I've caught that, and I've never taught in 
regular ed. It makes us feel ashamed. Even when we 
know it's not true, it gets you down and makes you 
want to get out of the field. At the same time 
though, it makes you want to prove to everybody else 
that we do have specialized skills and can work 
with difficult students more effectively than other 
teachers can. 
It feels really good when you can turn to other 
special educators and share your experiences and 
small achievements together. A regular teacher can't 
possibly understand the problems we deal with. Like 
trying to get a student to talk in class. 
Albert T. Murphy 
My most productive moments with subnormal 
children came about as a consequence of allowing 
myself to try to experience a childlike sense of 
wonderment about them as intensely as they approach 
me with the same attitude (Burton Blatt, Christmas 
in Purgatory: A Photographic Essay on Mental 
Retardation, 1974, p. 110). 
Letter from a School Board Member to Margaret upon her 
assignment to a special education class 
Dear Margaret, June 18, 1973 
I was pleased to see you and Jim at the church 
picnic last weekend, but surprised to hear that you 
are being transferred into the special education 
program next year. After all your years in the 
Business Department at our Alma Mater, E. High, 
you certainly deserve a more fitting assignment in 
September. 
I hate to see you waste your intelligence and 
talents on children who can't appreciate you. I 
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would be happy to speak to the Superintendent if 
you wish a more appropriate reassignment. Don't 
hesitate to give me a call. 
My best to Jim and Allie. 
Fondly, 
J.L. 
(Letter reprinted courtesy of Margaret Short.) 
Interview with Ann October 13, 1982 
I get a sense of dignity from my students, 
particularly the ones who are special to me. 
You noticed I pulled my shoulders back and 
I held my head up, and all of that is a part of 
human dignity. 
I don't really know how to separate dignity 
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from fulfillment, gratification, a sense of 
accomplishment, a feeling that I am about something. 
I like to feel I have made a difference in somebody's 
life ••• a difference in this world. If I die today, 
someone will know that I have passed through. 
A person with dignity has his head up and he 
walks with such an air of, "I am important, I am 
somebody, I am here!" And when he leaves he is 
remembered. 
I think as teachers, we need that. Students 
and parents can give us that feeling if we allow 
them to •••. 
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I am so excited that one of my students has 
learned to count to five. I was telling a friend of 
mine about it and he said, "So what?· He's 19 years 
old and he can count to five. What's he going to do?" 
For a human being to accomplish even something 
small gives me dignity as an instructor and as a 
person, because that student has changed his world 
and shared it with me, and I have been part of it. 
I think this kind of dignity is so abstract; it's 
like love. You can't draw a picture of it. It's what 
you feel inside. What's on the inside becomes 
expressed in our overt behavior. 
Valentine message from Joan L., mildly retarded student, 
to her teacher 
Dear Teacher, February 14, 1980 
Yoe make me fele like a good persin. I love yoe. 
(Message reprinted courtesy of Ann Persons.) 
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Diary Entry October 20, 1977 
Dear Diary, 
Today I attended an inservice workshop on 
teacher burn-out. Although it was designed to help 
us identify and reduce stress in our classrooms, in 
my opinion it missed the mark on the nature of stress. 
My stress does not come fron buzzing fluorescent 
lights or the lack of parental support. Most of my 
stress comes from having to make decisions for my 
students which they could be making for themselves. 
I decide what they are capable of learning and what 
is important to teach them and how and when they 
must learn it from me. Talk about Frankenstein! 
They get to respond. Period. And if they don't 
respond appropriately to my training, I turn off the 
praise, the rewards, until they comply. 
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My stress comes from seeing their growing 
passiveness and rebellion to my training techniques. 
And most of all, my stress comes from allowing myself 
to be part of this process. It is humiliating to us 
both. 
I have learned to close my door and just talk 
about real life with the kids. We all learn more 
during these sessions than during skill-training 
activities. And we relieve each others' stress just 
fine, thank you! 
Ginger 
Co~ents froM annual performance evaluation 
Teacher: Ginger Keller 
Supervisor: J. L. 
Date: April 20, 1978 
Although you have demonstrated that you can 
effectively apply behavioral modification instruc-
tional techniques in your classroom, you spend 
excessive time in off-task, noninstructional activ-
ities with your students. By May 20 you will 
increase the frequency of formal programming and 
data collection with all students by 33% •••• 
80 
You have developed inappropriate counseling 
relationships with your students and their families 
which have resulted in their dependence and 
pseudo-loyalty to you, and their resistance to 
special education administrative policies. You will 
cease your informal counseling activities immediately 
and actively support all departmental policies 
regarding the mental retardation program. You 
will submit a weekly log of all parent contacts 
to your principal to assure compliance with this 
directive. (Performance evaluation comments 
reprinted from this author's personal records.) 
Burton Blatt 
Love is believing in the fulfillment of another 
human being (Christmas in Purgatory: A Photographic 
Essay on Mental Retardation, 1974, p. 101). 
Engaging in Authentic Dialogue 
Diary Entry 
Dear Diary, 
March 20, 1981 
I conducted my first SPH classroom observation 
today. I learned so much from this one observation 
that I made an anecdotal record for my files and 
ran a copy for my diary. 
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As I observed the SPH classroom through the two 
way mirror, the teacher (Margaret) and her aide 
(Terrie) were spoon-feeding pureed vegetables to a 
closely positioned group of four SPH students. The 
staff were loudly discussing the principal!s latest 
hall duty assignments. The adults exchanged com-
plaints while the children labored noisily to suck 
and swallow their lumpy, gray lunch. The students 
appeared agitated and rather unresponsive to the 
staff's efforts to speed up the feeding process. 
From my hidden vantage point, I observed a 
revealing phenomenon take place. While the teacher 
and aide concentrated more and more on their own 
conversation and less and less on the students they 
were feeding, a great deal of activity was·taking 
place under the feeding tables, out of the staff's 
field of vision. Without the staff's notice, the 
students began stretching their arms and legs 
toward their neighbors until each child had made 
physical contact with another child. With great 
difficulty, they linked hands or feet as firmly 
82 
as they could manage while strapped into their posture-
control feeding chairs. 
Once the students had established firm physical 
contact with each other, their eating patterns began 
to change. Clenched jaws were relaxed, drooping 
heads were held more erect, and sucking and swal-
lowing proficiency increased. The students had 
become perceptibly calmer and more responsive to 
feeding. 
Throughout this gradual, yet clearly noticeable 
change in student behavior, the staff continued to 
concentrate on their discussion of hall duty. When 
they had exhausted their complaints, they put the 
uneaten food aside, separated the children from each 
other's grasp, and removed them from the feeding. 
area for toileting. Three of the four children cried 
during the separation .••• 
I noticed a similar pattern when these four 
students were later placed near each other on a 
large mattress for their naps. They were initially 
restless and appeared distressed, but within ten 
minutes they had repositioned themselves so that 
each one had established physical or eye contact 
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with at least one other child. After some quiet 
vocalizing, they all soon fell asleep. 
In discussing my observations with the staff, 
they referred to the feeding, toileting, and nap 
periods as "down time" - a departure from their more 
structured and controlled skill-training schedule. 
When I mentioned the mutual contact I had observed 
the students establishing, Terrie reacted 
poignantly, stating: 
these kids have taught themselves what 
we have forgotten: how to comfort each 
other in their everyday lives. We need 
to feel comfort just as much as the 
children do. We should learn from them 
how to find it and share it. 
I couldn't agree more, Diary. 
Ginger 
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Interview with Ann November 20, 1982 
I love teaching SPH because of the break-
throughs with my students. They only happen rarely, 
and they seldom result directly in new skills, but 
they allow the student and me to touch each other 
inside. There is nothing in my work that is more 
fulfilling. Also, I can tell that my student gets 
as much out of it as I do. It creates a special 
bond between us. And usually, no word has been 
spoken. It's a "you have to have been there" 
experience. And boy, do I need one soon! 
John Donne 
No man is an Island; intire of itselfe; every 
man is a peece of the Continent, a part of the 
maine ••• (quoted in Burton Blatt's Christmas in 
Purgatory: A Photographic Essay on Mental 
Retardation, 1974, p. 54}. 
Comments by Margaret and Sally during a group discussion 
of Buber's concept of authentic dialogue 
January 6, 1983 
Margaret: 
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Well, I like to talk to my students too. Don't 
get me wrong when I say this, but it usually is a 
one-way conversation, me telling them something. 
Sometimes them telling me something. But I don't 
think there's anything magical in it. We're still 
the same people after our conversation. In my 
opinion, some people glorify the idea of authentic 
dialogue to rationalize what they're doing-teaching 
a kid who may not ever learn. You may disagree with 
me, but that's what I think. 
Sally: 
I have to disagree with you, Margaret. Last 
year when Allen (Sally's husband) died, I was 
totally devastated. I carried my grief inside like 
a big stone weight that I thought no one else could 
feel but me. When I came back to school after the 
funeral, I tried to pretend nothing had happened so 
I wouldn't upset my students. I wasn't doing a very 
good job of keeping my grief inside. You remember 
how miserable I was then. 
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One day I was working with Jeremy in class. He 
has always been my most demanding student. It took 
all the fortitude I could muster just to put up with 
his constant whining and dependence, and to be 
honest, I didn't like him very much. 
But this one day he pulled me over to the window 
and pointed to a dead fly on the window sill. He 
just stared at it for a few minutes without making 
a sound. When I turned his face up toward mine to 
see what he wanted, tears were streaming down his 
face. I knew right away what he was saying; that he 
knew Allen was dead and he missed him too. Nothing 
that anyone else has done or said to me has helped 
me to sh3~2 my grief as much as Jeremy's dialogue 
with me at that moment. We have a w~ole new relation-
ship now and can share feelings together that we 
never felt for each other before. Most of all we 
respect each other now. 
Maurice Friedman 
The life of dialogue includes the sphere of 
the between; mutual confirmation, making the other 
present, ••• experiencing the other side, personal 
wholeness, responsibility, trust - all are part of 
our birthright as human beings. Only through the 
life of dialogue can we attain authentic human 
existence (Martin Buber: The Life of Dialogue, 
1976, p. 97). 
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Comments by Ann during group discussion of instructional 
dialogue January 20, 1983 
I think you can do both your formal behavioral 
programs and strive for authentic dialogue with your 
kids. Sure, you can do them both at the same time. 
The way you do it is to first of all commit yourself 
to the idea and talk it through out loud with your 
students - it doesn't matter if they're nonverbal. 
They will understand. The way it happens is that 
as you talk it through, the meaning of your actions 
changes. You find yourself approaching the .. instruc-
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tional process differently-- as a colearner rather 
than as a teacher. You find yourself open to change 
instead of always enforcing the learning process in 
a set way. You're still cuing and prernpting and 
reinforcing, but now its just a means of interacting, 
not the whole point of instruction. 
Your overall goals change. Your new goal is to 
get ready for a spontaneous transfusion of under-
standing between you and your student. You can't 
force it but you can nurture it. 
Trying to define it is difficult. It's like 
looking directly at a faint star. When you focus 
right on it, it's invisible. When you move your 
eyes away from it a little, you can see it. You 
have to be content to see it out of the corner of 
your eye. That's what authentic dialogue is like 
in the instructional process. You can't try too 
hard to make it happen or give up on it when it 
doesn't happen. You just have to hold yourself 
ready for it to happen. Believing that it can 
happen will keep you ready for it. 
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Comments by Ann, Margaret, Sally, and Ginger during final 
group discussion January 20, 1983 
Sally: 
I think we've done a lot of good talking and 
listening to each other. Most of the time when I 
leave one of our sessions, my mind is full of 
questions that are spin-offs of issues we've raised 
with each other. I find this really stimulating. 
But on another level, I have found a whole 
different kind of stimulation once or twice with all 
of you. I mean a more personal feeling of belonging 
to a group of people who care about me. 
You have understood me when I talked about 
Allen's death and how alone I was afterward. I know 
how to rise above being alone because of our efforts 
to really understand and care about each other. 
We may not be close friends socially, but we do 
have a special bond with each other because of all 
the thoughts and feelings we've shared together. 
In that way, I really do believe authentic 
dialogue is an actual phenomenon •••• 
Margaret: 
Well, I like the discussions we have had. You 
young girls can really get yourselves worked up about 
dignity, and I guess I feel it more now, too. 
90 
I have to be honest about this. Sometimes I 
have felt real uncomfortable in our discussions, like 
I was on the outside of what the rest of you were 
talking about. Maybe I was just raised to hold my 
feelings closer to me and to respect the privacy of 
other people to do the same. I'm not sure I always 
see how spilling your guts, so to speak, can give 
you a sense of dignity. I still think each person 
finds his own dignity within himself by being pro-
ductive in his world ••.• 
I don't know if authentic dialogue really exists 
or not. But at least it's something I'll wonder 
about now, whereas before our study, I would never 
have thought about anything like this. 
I don't see how I can share authentic dialogue 
with my students because we operate at such different 
levels and my role in the classroom is to be manager. 
But maybe if I think about it some more, the idea may 
seem more feasible •••• 
What I have learned from our sessions is to 
understand my philosophy of life and education better 
than I did before, as well as other philosophies that 
are different from mine. I think this will help me 
be a better person and a better teacher •••• 
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Ginger: 
I feel a lot like Sally does. I'm going through 
a very rough time personally right now with my 
husband leaving me the way he did. I've been through 
rough times before in my life, but usually alone. 
Having you to talk to has been a real comfort to me, 
and has shown me that human beings can change them-
selves and transcend old ways of understanding through 
authentic dialogue •••• 
I feel a new sense of dignity in my life because 
of the connections I now feel between us and between 
myself and my past and my future. We all seem con-
nected now in a very real way. 
I have felt this kind of connection to students 
in my classes before, and now I understa~d it a }ot 
better •••• I think this study has confirmed my 
belief in authentic dialogue as a powerful tool for 
human growth •••• And second, the study has helped 
me learn how to enhance the opportunities for mutual 
dignity between teachers and students, even pro-
foundly retarded students. 
Ann: 
I have found our discussions very challenging, 
and basically thGy have reinforced my commitment to 
my religious beliefs .••• The concept of authentic 
dialogue to me is a reflection of Jesus' teachings, 
and personal dignity is really God's grace. I feel 
that God gives us these higher level, spiritual 
aspects of our existence, and that we can't just 
make them up by ourselves. 
When it comes to sharing dignity with our 
students, it is a matter of loving your fellow man 
and accepting his love in return. 
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So really, I'm in agreement with Martin Buber 
and I share the good feelings and the sense of 
dignity that our discussions have led to between us. 
But I still feel it is all God's will, not just ours 
alone. 
I think God is smiling on us now because we're 
exploring these very important ideas and truths. 
What you call them isn't as important as actually 
living by them .••• And I think our discussions will 
result in all of us being more aware and more 
sensitive to living in His image. 
Tao Te Ching 
••• whether a man dispassionately 
Sees to the core of life 
Or passionately sees the surface, 
The core and the surface 
Are essentially the same; 
Words making them seem different 
Only to express appearance. 
If name be needed, wonder names them both: 
From wonder into wonder, 
Existence opens. 
(Quoted in David Payne's Confessions of a Taoist on 
Wall Street, 1984, p. 125). 
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CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSION 
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The Study in Retrospect 
This interpretive inquiry explored a subjective 
phenomenon which I share with the study's three partici-
pants: the special educator's search for dignity in the 
classroom. 
The study utilized participatory hermeneutics to draw 
new meanin9s from a variety of perspectives. Ideolog-
ical traditions which influenced the field of special 
education were reviewed. Personal disclosures which 
revealed glimpses into our own subjective consciousness 
were shared. Both kinds of understandings contributed to 
the unfolding of new knowledge and personal perspectives 
for myself and my colleagues. 
I drew upon Martin Buber's theory of authentic 
dialogue to design a series of dialogic encounters between 
myself and the participants in this study. With varying 
success we learned to enter into each other's personal 
perspectives and to explore the possibilities of mutual 
affirmation and shared personal dignity. 
In the course of conducting this hermeneutical inquiry, 
I encountered major personal challenges and rewards and 
underwent profound changes in the ways I understand my-
self and the world around me. The personal disclosures 
in Chapter Four document the viewpoints and experiences 
shared by my colleagues and myself. 
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In this interpretive stage of inquiry research, I 
review my chan~ing personal perspectives and reflect upon 
the new shared meanings which have emerged from this study. 
Finally, I address the significance which this study holds 
for me and for other special educators who share my search 
for dignity in the SPH classroom. 
Personal Transcendence 
When I began collecting information and interpretive 
notes in the first phases of this inquiry, I discovered 
that I could not clearly identify my personal perspective 
as a seeker of dignity. 
In my lifetime I had experienced the loss of personal 
dignity both as a handicapped student and as a special 
educator, and I continued to identify strongly with both 
perspectives. Upon reflection, I discovered that I had 
failed to transcend either viewpoint and often presented 
a vague and inconsistent personal perspective toward the 
issues in this study. 
As a handicapped young person, I had lost touch with 
all my previous relationships and accomplishments, and I 
believed that only a teacher's acknowledgement of my 
undamaged intellectual abilities could return my sense 
of dignity. Without such acknowledgement, I lost much 
of my feeling of personal worth and reality. 
When a homebound teacher did acknowledge my 
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abilities and hopes, my self-esteem and rehabilitation 
improved dramatically. This transformation was chronicled 
in my diary entries from 1961 through 1975. 
Later, as a special educator, I sought validation of 
my self-worth through my efforts to reach inside and 
touch the essential connecting core of personal meaning 
that I knew existed within myself and my handicapped 
students. This humanistic desire for personal communion 
with my pupils overshadowed formally prescribed instruc-
tional goals for skill-training and behavioral control. 
My April 20, 1978 performance evaluation reflected an 
early, unsuccessful effort on my part to prioritize 
personal communion with my students at the expense of 
established curriculum goals. 
The occasional breakthroughs which my students and 
I experienced together were intensely rewarding to us both. 
This perspective was expressed in my May 19, 1975 diary 
entry, and was confirmed in Ann's October 13, 1982 
interview and in the comments of Burton Blatt and Martin 
Buber. 
As a participant in this study, I found myself 
speaking sometimes with my "student voice" and at other 
times with my "teacher vo{ce." Through critical self 
reflection and dialogue with my colleagues, I was able 
to synthesize my ambiguous perspectives as learner and 
teacher into a more responsible and dynamic voice. No 
longer simply student or teacher, I now view myself as 
a partner in the learning process. This special sense 
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of partnership transcends specific roles and joins both 
teacher and student in a mutually enriching collegial 
bond. Such a partnership was reflected in the comforting 
contact established between SPH students in my March 20, 
1981 classroom observation. 
As an instructional partner, my role allows me to 
establish vital spiritual connections of empathy, kinship, 
and respect with my students. I invite them to join me 
in responsible, self-determinative partnership, and I 
accept the professional responsibility of creating a 
mutually dignifying instructional environment for my SPH 
student-partners and myself. 
Specific methods for achieving full, participative 
partnership with SPH students include structuring class-
room routines and environments to increase active student 
involvement and choice-making, enriching instructional 
interactions with good-natured humor, and acknowledging 
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and responding more sensitively to the powerful, silent 
emotions which sometimes overwhelm us all in the classroom. 
I began to develop the concept of instructional 
partnership in 1975, when I was completing my master's 
degree in Special Education and reflecting upon my 
personal and professional commitment to this field. 
The theme of instructional partnership reappeared 
throughout the dialogic encounters and personal experiences 
which contributed to this study. Ann's and Sally's 
perspectives tended to confirm my own evolving viewpoint, 
while Margaret's comments provided a legitimate alter-
native opinion with which to interact honestly and 
productively. 
As a result of addressing this issue in the study, 
I have transcended my earlier unidimensional and ambiguous 
concepts of personal identity. I have now defined a more 
integrated and dynamic voice for myself as a partner, not 
only with SPH students, but with all colleagues with whom 
I share the lifelong learning process. In Albert T. 
Murphy's terms, I have become my own creation. 
After three years of intense research and interaction 
with the other participants in this study, I had collected 
extensive information, taped transcripts of interviews and 
group discussions, and personal notes and artifacts relating 
to the themes of this inquiry. 
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This collection phase was a stimulating period of 
personal and professional growth for myself and the other 
participants. We had learned to communicate honestly and 
openly with each other as partners in inquiry. We had 
experienced disagreement, frustration, companionship, 
respect, and mutual understanding of the new meanings which 
emerged from our dialogic encounters. In summary, we had 
successfully engaged with each other in authentic dialogue 
and generated new hermeneutical understandings of our 
shared reality. 
However, mindful that the collection phase of this 
research project had to give way to the interpretation and 
writing phase if a dissertation was ever to result, I 
shifted in February, 1983 from gathering source material 
to organizing and preparing a written research product. 
I soon discovered that the process of hermeneutical 
inquiry does not proceed in distinct, logical phases, 
nor does it conform to planned schedules. For many months 
during 1983 and early 1984, I found it extremely difficult 
to organize or interpret the information and subjective 
impressions I had gathered into a meaningful research 
product. 
During this time I became intensely absorbed in 
critical self reflection, a dynamic growth process which 
Freire (1974) referred to as praxis. The powerful 
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personal experiences and disclosures which my colleagues 
and I had shared forced me to recognize the limits of 
my former view of reality, and to expand the horizons 
of my consciousness by critically exploring and 
validating new meanings in my world. 
I began to reexamine all the assumptions upon which 
my actions had previously been based, and to experiment 
with alternative ways of viewing myself and the world 
around me. It was a time of questioning, discovery, and 
recommitment to personal risk-taking and growth. 
During this period many aspects of my life underwent 
significant change. I adjusted from an unexpected divorce 
to my new status as a single person; I moved from a quiet 
southern town to a major metropolitan area in the North-
east; and I left public school supervision to accept a 
special education director's position at a residential 
facility for severely and profoundly retarded individuals. 
The process of responding to change and transforming 
my life in unanticipated ways placed me at a new vantage 
point from which I was finally able, in the summer of 
1984, to discern and understand a sense of the evolving 
patterns and meanings which my inquiry project had 
generated. I found myself ready to complete the final 
phase of my research, the interpretation of my hermeneutic 
quest for personal dignity with SPH students. 
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I had learned that above all, to engage in praxis 
involves not only reviewing one's life, but actively 
seeking to make it more meaningful by expanding and 
integrating every opportunity for personal fulfillment. 
The outcome of praxis is not simply a new platform from 
which one can view his changed surroundings. Instead it 
is a new posture of continuous growth and change and a 
lifelong commitment to self reflective action. 
Ideological Synthesis 
When I first considered special education's ideological 
foundations as a potential dissertation topic, my under-
standing of the issues was both superficial and misinformed. 
I was aware that special education theory and practice 
reflected both behavioral and humanistic principles. How-
ever, I viewed these principles as unyielding, mutually 
exclusive moral positions which were responsible for 
polarizing special educators into two camps: those who 
were nurturing caregivers and those who were efficient 
skill trainers. I experienced conflict when trying to 
carry out both kinds of instructional services with my 
students. I decided that by addressing this conflict in 
a dissertation, I could thoroughly examine both positions 
and select the one which I determined to be morally superior. 
Once I began to review the works of philosophers, 
curriculum theorists, and behavioral psychologists, 
and to discuss the humanism-behaviorism controversy 
with others, my understanding and viewpoint changed 
significantly. 
My discovery of dialectical logic as a process for 
resolving opposing ideological positions was a major 
outcome of this research project, and a milestone in my 
intellectual development. 
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Through the dialectical lens, I learned to interpret 
the ideologies of humanism and behavioral management as 
dynamically interrelated conceptual thesis and antithesis. 
As separate and essentially incomplete ideological 
positions, they coexisted in continuing dialectical 
opposition to each other while at the same time evolving 
together toward a higher level conceptual synthesis. The 
dialectical metaphor gave conceptual validity to this 
logical paradox by uniting both ideologies within a 
single, valid conceptual framework. As a result, my 
former internal conflicts began to resolve themselves. 
I began to search for aspects of unity as well as 
diversity between the humanist and behavioral traditions 
in special education. I discovered that both perspectives 
addressed man's complex nature and his potential for 
personally rewarding development. I acknowledged that 
both the behavioral and spiritual levels of man's develop-
ment were legitimate concerns of special educators. And I 
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considered instructional possibilities for the synthesis 
of these aspects of human development through integrating 
behavior technology and humanistic concerns for sub-
jective growth. 
I found that opening my mind to these instructional 
possibilities removed many of the conceptual restrictions 
which I had earlier perceived as unavoidable dilemmas in 
special education. As I resolved my own conceptual con-
flicts, I realized that behavioral and humanistic in-
structional models were not necessarily mutually exclusive. 
I discovered that I could simultaneously carry out dif-
ferential reinforcement procedures and experience rewarding 
personal corr~union with students. 
As I continued to view my work from this new per-
spective, I realized that such an integrated instructional 
model enhanced a sense of shared dignity and self-fulfill-
ment for my students and myself. My students gained a 
more active role in the selection and acquisition of new 
skills, and I gained access to an instructional partner. 
Together we shared more fully in the mutual respect and 
responsibilities of instructional partnership, and the 
nature of instruction was transformed into a more inte-
grated, wholistic concept of personal development. 
In my dialogic interactions with the participants 
in this study, I discovered that other special educators 
were also evolving in their own understanding of the 
possibilities of ideologically integrated instruction. 
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Margaret represented a relatively unilateral 
ideological position toward instruction. She consistently 
trained her students to demonstrate skills of compliance 
to traditional social expectations and moral values. As 
a behaviorist, she viewed her authority as the selector 
and trainer of student skills as valid and appropriate. 
However, she was willing to discuss and consider more 
humanistic, student-centered criteria for skill selection 
and training. 
Sally and Ann represented a more fully integrated 
ideological perspective toward instruction. They valued 
both the sense of communion they had established with 
their students and the behavioral technology which they 
utilized for effective skill-training. They had dis-
covered the mutual instructional advantages and personal 
rewards of forging dialogic partnerships with their 
students. 
The tension and resolution which are inherent in the 
dialectical triad of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis 
also characterized our study group discussions of 
instructional ideologies. There were initial misunder-
standings and intellectual confrontations between Margaret 
and ~e regarding our respective behaviorist and 
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humanist perspectives toward instruction. Ann and Sally, 
who had already developed more integrated viewpoints, 
helped us to identify potential areas of mutual agree-
ment in our conflicting ideologies. Using their example 
as a guide, I realized that the process of resolving con-
flicting instructional models as well as the content of 
integrated instructional ideology follows a dialectical 
pattern of development. 
My proposal for an integrative model of instructional 
dialogue is my contribution to the natural dialectical 
process which characterizes special education's ideologies. 
The instructional dialogue model which I propose provides 
for both an unfolding of humanistic and behavioral princi-
ples toward a more conceptually advanced level of dis-
course, and the continuity of these contributing ideologies 
as legitimate viewpoints in themselves. 
Significance of This Inquiry 
In authoring this hermeneutic research project from 
the perspective of a participant-inquirer, I have addressed 
myself to my own assumptions, questions, and discoveries 
regarding personal consciousness and human dignity. I 
have employed dialogic encounters with other participants 
and reviews of ideological traditions in order to inform 
and clarify my own personal knowledge. In the previous 
sections of this chapter I have reflected upon the major 
changes and understandings which I have experienced as a 
result of this study. Yet this inquiry would be in-
complete if I did not also address its significance to 
others and to the field of special education. 
The final group discussion on January 20, 1983 pro-
vided my colleagues with an opportunity to reflect upon 
th~ir participation in this study, and to discuss the 
meanings which they had gained from their experiences. 
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All of the participants indicated that the study had 
helped them to understand special education's ideological 
issues more clearly and had reinforced the personal 
perspectives which they brought to the study. The 
teachers acknowledged that their involvement in the study 
had resulted in their developing a more tolerant, accepting 
attitude toward alternative ideologies. 
The teachers also expressed a shared sense of col-
legial affiliation which developed during our final group 
discussion sessions and which has continued between some 
participants. They attribute the strength of this relation-
ship to having engaged in relatively intense personal 
encounters with each other. They found the dialogic 
encounters to be stimulating and sometimes unsettling. In 
spite of occasional disagreements over instructional 
perspectives, the participants reported that the dialogic 
encounters enhanced their understanding and respect o~ 
themselves and their colleagues. They agreed that their 
personal and professional growth was enhanced by their 
participation in the study. 
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These comments reflected many of the goals which I 
had outlined to the teachers when I invited them to join 
the study. None of them experienced any major changes in 
personal perspective or conceptual understanding such as 
I did. Perhaps this reflects the differences in our 
motives for participating in the project and the degree 
of commitment with which we acted. While we all viewed 
the study as a joint effort to foster our common search 
for dignity in the classroom, I specifically designed 
the inquiry to address my personal and professional needs 
for growth and change. 
In summary, I believe this inquiry was meaningful to 
the teacher participants as an exercise in rewarding dia-
logic encounters and as a productive mutual effort to 
explore ideological and personal issues relating to the 
search for dignity in their classrooms. 
It is my hope that this study begins to address several 
issues which are currently problematic in the field of 
special education. 
First, it demonstrates that the discipline needs to 
develop a more comprehensive approach to defining its 
theory and practice and to training its members in the 
foundations of its pedagogy. Special educators need 
opportunities to learn about the ideologies which 
influence their profession. I hope that this study 
will raise the awareness of others in the field and 
stimulate further interest in and attention to the 
integrative foundations of special education. 
108 
Second, I hope that this study provides a helpful 
model for inquiry-based research into a wide range of 
special education issues. As a fast developing field, 
special education is undergoing rapid changes without 
adequate time to reflect upon the ideological and personal 
implications of innovations. The field is characterized 
by a crisis-oriented atmosphere which prevents careful, 
planful approaches to developing the theory and practice 
of the discipline. Largely dependent upon government 
funding and regulations, special educators must struggle 
with compliance issues first and theoretical concerns 
later. This study offers an alternative perspective 
through which to approach the instructional process as 
well as the development of the discipline. 
And finally, it is my hope that this dissertation 
offers an intellectually and emotionally appealing in-
vitation to readers who wish to engage in hermeneutic 
inquiry into the issues which are significant in their 
lives. It provides an example of the personal disclosures, 
self-reflective action, and mutual dialogue processes 
which can lead to personal growth and shared dignity for 
all individuals, regardless of functioning level. 
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